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SPD Announces 2020 Award Recipients 

 

Madison, Wis. -- The State Public Defender’s Office (SPD) honored staff and partners who have 

initiated programs, gone above the call of duty and skillfully represented their clients.  

 

The Eisenberg Award, which honors former Marquette Law School Dean Howard Eisenberg, recognizes 

individuals who tirelessly worked for the rights of our poorest citizens. The Public Defender Board 

bestowed Barbara Beckert, the director of External Advocacy for Milwaukee and South Eastern 

Wisconsin for Disability Rights Wisconsin and the UW-La Crosse Jail Literacy Program with this honor. 

 

Beckert played a critical role in the creation and continued operation of the Milwaukee Mental Health 

Task Force, which has for almost 15 years brought together agencies, advocates, and consumers to 

support the expansion of mental health services in Milwaukee and throughout the state. The UW-La 

Cross Jail Literacy Program, started in 2015 with a course on “The Great Gatsby,”  has grown to include 

nine English department faculty members who provide instruction on various literary styles and offer an 

outlet to discussing disagreeable issues, articulating difficult emotions and writing more clearly. 

 

La Crosse Jail Program Coordinator Mike Kiefer said, “Kelly Sultzbach, the program coordinator. has 

been an integral part in developing, maintaining and continually improving the UW-La Crosse Jail 

Literacy Program’s service to the diverse inmates of La Crosse County Jail.” 

 

“Both of these programs are great examples of community organizations filling a necessary void that 

give our clients the skills they need to reach their potential,” said Public Defender Board Chair Regina 

Dunkin. “We thank them for providing real solutions to tackling mental health and literacy issues.” 

 

Lucas Wyshnytzky was awarded the Berkos Award, named after long-time Public Defender Board Chair 

Danny Berkos, which recognizes a private bar attorney who has consistently displayed great dedication 

in representing their clients. From coming in early and staying late, to even coming in on the weekends, 

Wyshnytzky is always fighting for his clients.  
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Michelle Wachniak, a paralegal in the Milwaukee Trial Office, goes above and beyond her job title. 

Aside from her regular duties, Waschniak also helps with the Early Intervention Team’s caseloads and is 

the point person on consolidating local and state resource information to better serve clientele. For her 

leadership, Wachniak was awarded the Chiarkas Award, named after former Public Defender Nick 

Chiarkas.  

 

And the Fond du Lac Region earned the Rubin Award for outstanding contributions that agency staff 

make to their communities. The award is named after former SPD Peter Rubin.  

 

“The efforts of these individuals and offices is what makes our agency so special,” said State Public 

Defender Kelli Thompson. “We are so fortunate to have a passionate staff representing our clients.”  
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